Rib fractures in children--resuscitation or child abuse?
The autopsy reports of 233 babies and children aged between 5 days and 7 years, including 190 cases of non-traumatic and 43 cases of traumatic death, were reviewed. In 94 out of 190 cases of death due to natural causes, attempted resuscitation (closed-chest massage) was performed and only in 2 cases could fractures of the ribs localized on both sides in the midclavicular line be observed. In 15 of the 43 cases of death due to traumatic events, fractures mainly of the posterior ends of the ribs occurred. These observations support the published findings of other authors which indicate that fractures of ventral parts of the thorax can occur during resuscitation. Fractures localized in particular in dorsal parts of the chest wall of infants without metabolic bone diseases, however, must be interpreted as a strong indication of physical child abuse. It was observed that relevant injuries due to resuscitation are caused much more frequently or almost exclusively by physicians than by non-medical persons. This finding refutes any possible claims that rib fractures were caused by inexpert resuscitation in a panic-like reaction.